Utah State University

DigitalCommons@USU
Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection

Utah State University Special Collections &
Archives

12-1-2022

Interview with Katie Lee Koven
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid

Recommended Citation
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives, "Interview with Katie Lee Koven" (2022). Utah State
University COVID-19 Oral History Collection. 61.
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid/61

This Book is brought to you for free and open access by
the Utah State University Special Collections & Archives
at DigitalCommons@USU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@USU. For more information, please
contact digitalcommons@usu.edu.

USU COVID-19 2022 Oral History
TRANSCRIPTION COVER SHEET
Interviewee(s):

Katie Lee-Koven

Place of interview:
Date of interview:

Merrill-Cazier Library SCA Fife Room
July 6, 2022

Interviewer(s):
Recordist:
Photographer:

Tameron Gentry Raines Williams
Tameron Gentry Raines Williams

Recording equipment: Zoom H5 Handy digital audio recorder; Senal ENG-18RL omnidirectional
microphone
Transcription equipment: NCH Express Scribe Transcription Software with Power Player foot pedal.
Transcribed by/date: Pioneer Transcription Services/Melissa Gum/13 July 2022
Transcript proofed by/date: Katie Lee-Koven/01 August 2022
Brief description of interview: Katie Lee-Koven speaks about her responsibilities during the COVID-19
pandemic managing the Nora Eccles Harrison Museum of Art, including but not limited to the planning
of exhibitions, development of virtual tours, and the many safety protocols that went into the museums
COVID-19 response.
References:

TGRW: Tameron Gentry Raines Williams
KLK: Katie Lee-Koven

NOTE: Interjections during pauses, transitions in dialogue (such as “umm”), and false starts and stops in
conversations are not included in transcribed. All additions to transcript noted with brackets.
TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]

TGRW: Today is July 6th, 2022. My name is Tameron Williams from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Katie Lee-Koven, the executive
director and chief curator of the Nora Eccles Harrison Museum of Art. This is another oral history
interview for the COVID Collection Project.
Good afternoon, Ms. Lee--Koven.
KLK:

Good afternoon.

TGRW: So to start, can you just kind of briefly detail your career here at Utah State University and the
responsibilities of your role broadly?
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KLK:

Sure. I have been here eight and a half years. My title is executive director and chief curator. So as
the executive director, I oversee our staff. We have seven fulltime staff. And we always have 7 to 14
parttime hourly staff and interns as well. My role is to support staff in being able to deliver the things
that we are trying to accomplish. Our museum is an academic art museum, so we serve USU students
across campus in a variety of ways and faculty as well. And we also do a lot of K-12 programming
both locally and throughout the state. We organize exhibitions. We have a collection of over 5,500
objects. I have to ensure that we're following best practices relative to our collection. And
fundraising is a component of my job. In my chief curating role, I support and lead curatorial efforts,
so whether exhibitions in our collections.

[02:04]
TGRW: So let's start beginning of 2020, January, February, early March. COVID is starting to become a thing
that people are aware of here in the states. Kind of walk us through, what is the museum starting to –
what projects is it starting to engage with? What exhibitions, fundraising efforts? And then just kind
of lead into how COVID and the transition to remote-only offerings shift to that.
KLK:

Okay. I think it was January of 2020, we had opened an exhibition. There was a major photography
exhibit we had opened highlighting photography in the American West, both historical and contrary
photography. And we were open. And I vividly remember – I looked on my calendar before this
interview today to remind myself of the exact date. It was March 11th. We were having a guest
speaker, one of the artists in the exhibits. And her name is Kimberly Anderson. And Kimberly came
from California. She had been working remotely as therapist. She also is a photographer. And she
was part of this exhibit for a project that she did on the Great Salt Lake. Kimberly was an alum of
Utah State. She did her MFA here. And she was a male at that time. She's a transgender female.
And that was a really interesting component to both her work and her story.

[04:06]
And being an alumni here – we were excited to have her here and for her to share her story about her
work and her personal journey. So she arrived, and I received a call from the president's office on that
day, knowing we had this talk in the Russell/Wanlass Performance Hall. Nancy Hanks, the president's
assistant, called and said, "Katie, you have an event tonight I saw. You're going to have to cancel the
event." And I was, like, okay. So I called Kimberly and said, "Kimberly, it looks like we're going to
be canceling your event." She was fortunately very pleasant and calm, having just traveled all the way
from California, but she also had some other connections in Utah since she's from Utah. So, an hour
later Nancy called me back, and she said, "Katie, you can have your event tonight, but it's going to be
the last public event Utah State University has.” And I said, "Okay." So then I shifted gears, and I
said, "Okay, we're having this event tonight."
So we did. And we had a nice evening. It wasn't packed. And we specifically held it in that
performance hall because it seats over 400 people. We knew we would be about to spread out. So
that's a distinct memory, because after March 11th, Utah State went into a mode of really hunkering
down and trying to figure out what to do, right, for that last bit of the semester.
[06:01]
From there we – We usually close during the month of May, so that part wasn't that big of a deal. I
believe, though, we did close for about two months. We reopened in July, and I am fairly certain we
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were one of the first museums to reopen in the country. And it wasn't out of being irresponsible, but
immediately when things were shutting down here, I started to just look online and ask around for
things like hand sanitizer. And there's a distillery in Ogden that I had heard about was offering hand
sanitizer. So I had got a huge vat of it. I think I still have some, I ordered so much. I went ahead and
I ordered masks. I ordered plexiglass for our front desk. I just went on an ordering spree. And then I
also worked with Event Services – I reached out to them and said, "We need a reservation system in
place." And that was pretty easy for them to do for us so we could add that to our website. And that
was really integral for us to be able to reopen, because we could then control access in various ways.
We could require a reservation when things were really bad. We could make reservations optional but
limit capacity when things were not as bad. So then I met with risk management. We looked through
the space, how many people that we thought we could have at a time safely. So there were a lot of
things I did really quickly to see how soon we could safely reopen.
[08:05]
TGRW: And so were those efforts underway while the museum was closed in that May to June? Well, what
about April?
KLK:

Yeah. So I think we may – I can't remember if we closed in April. I know that we were closed for
about two months. So I think we stayed open until May, and then we closed for May and June.

TGRW: So by July are you back to having on-site exhibitions, you know, people coming in? Not normal, but
–
KLK:

Right.

TGRW: – limited capacity?
KLK:

So summers for us are slower; right? We don't have our USU students. You know, there are not as
many of those on campus. And we're not doing our K-12 field trips. So it wasn't difficult for us to
reopen in the summer because we knew we were going to be slower, and then we could have those
measures in place for requiring reservations initially and kind of see how that went. So that I think
helped us a lot.
We did not schedule any tours or any groups. That was something we didn't do for a while. Even
K-12 for that entire next school year, going into the fall of 2020, right, we weren't – We were going
and visiting some classes, but there were no – like with masks on, my educators, but we weren't doing
field trips. K-12 wasn't doing field trips; right? We very quickly also pivoted with our exhibition
schedule. We were supposed to have an exhibit of an artist, Jean Lau, to open that following January.
So museums kind of – we plan things kind of far out –

TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

– because there's a lot of, you know, logistics.

[10:00]
But we were, like, okay, well, we need to postpone this show because, number one, we don't even
know if we can ship the work we're borrowing from California. We don't know if shipments will be
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able to come; right? Like we don't know if that will even be allowed coming from California. I don't
know if shippers will be available. So that's one issue. And then the second is if we put all this time
into this exhibit and then we get shut down again on top of the fact that we're at a reduced capacity,
like, there were just too many variables, and we may do this particular exhibit, which was a very
costly exhibit, and no one be able to see it.
So my curator for Collections and Exhibitions, Bolton Colburn, and I sat down. And we were, like,
okay, well, what can we do this year? Actually, it wasn't January. It was that fall we were supposed
to open it. We were supposed to open it in late August or September of 2020.
TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

And so we contacted Jean and said - Let's postpone this year. And Bolton quickly pivoted – Luckily,
we have a really great collection. Our art collection is really a great resource– It's very comprehensive
but also very focused. So we organized an exhibit called “The Day After Tomorrow: Art in Response
to Turmoil and Hope.” And there were various parts to this exhibit, but it was – One was looking at
transcendence and religion and other forms of belief and hope. There's a whole section of the exhibit.

[12:01]
There was a section of the exhibit that was on disease, like AIDS epidemic and other historical health
pandemics, like, in our history. And then there was a section on Awry Ecosystem, climate change.
And so there were a few sections to this exhibit, and it was very much responsive to sort of that
moment in time.
TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

We also decided to have one gallery that would just be a community response base that would be –
evolve over the year. So we first had – There were two photographers in the valley, Maria Ellen
Huebner and J.P. Spicer Escalante, who had gone out while things were shut down and photographed
people from a distance, on their porches or outside, and were having them provide responses, like, to
what they were feeling, what they were going through. And so we did two exhibits in that community
response base of their works. And then we also that fall, when school started back, we had a wall that
was called – It said, "This Year I felt." And then we had, like, I don't know, maybe 50 or 100, like,
adjectives on the wall in vinyl and nails on the wall and then thread. And you picked the color thread
based on your age range. And then you could wrap the thread around all the different emotions that
you were feeling. So we were doing things like that. There were other projects we did, and that's
based throughout the year too.

[14:00]
TGRW: And then what was the patron response to exhibits like that? Was it significant? Was there any
specific comment on those kind of efforts that was different from what would be a standard exhibit?
KLK:

It was actually really important for our museum to see what happened, to try something like this, and
it has been really impactful in the way that we think about exhibits ever since that time. We always,
as museums, we talk about: What is community engagement? What is being – What does it mean to
be responsive, to be relevant, to – you know. And it seems like those are easy questions to answer, to,
like, implement and to actually do, but sometimes it's harder to get out of your sort of standard way of
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doing things and really engage with the community, really provide what they need, what is useful to
them. And so this exhibit – these exhibits, really – It was really multiple – There was the larger
exhibit, the Day After Tomorrow: Art in Response to Turmoil and Hope, but then there was this
community response base within that exhibit that also had different rotations of exhibits and
interactive things. And it was – It's changed the way we do things, actually.
TGRW: Then let's kind of step back a minute. And you mentioned tours. Virtual tours was something that I
saw had been developed in that kind of window of time as well as the virtual exhibitions. I saw –
what was it? – "Stand for Something" by the Junior Curators program. Can you kind of elaborate on
those efforts, virtual exhibitions and tours, during COVID.
[16:04]
KLK:

Absolutely. Glad you asked. So virtual – So virtual experiences, like virtual tours, virtual exhibits,
these are things that museums have been talking about for a long time. And some do it, and many
didn't do it before COVID. We were always interested in doing it, but we had not made it a priority in
terms of investment of funding and human resources. So the way we were able to implement that
really quickly was – It's kind of a funny story. So I had – My husband and I had sold our house, like,
a few months before COVID happened, like in January. And when we sold that house, we moved into
another house. Our Realtor did a virtual tour for the house we were selling, and I thought it was, like,
the coolest thing. The software and the way it worked, it was just really – It was so – You got a sense
of the whole space, and then you could walk through the space and turn.
And so COVID happens. In March the university starts sort of shutting down, you know, to work –
go remote. And I reached out to our Realtor, Ken Heare, and said, "Ken, you know that virtual tour
software y'all have, is there a way we could, like, test it out at an exhibit? And maybe you could
sponsor – be a sponsor of the exhibit. Like is it software? Do you have the equipment? Who does
it?"

[18:03]
And he was, like, "Yeah, – We could totally do that." So they let us borrow their person who does
their tours, like, goes in the houses and records them, his name is Johnny. And Johnny – We just paid
Johnny for Johnny's time to come and capture the imagery and do them, but we were able to see,
myself and my staff, how the camera works. Like because it takes the three – like a rotating image
around the whole room, and then you put in these little points of interest on it, like points on the
program, to then – You could pop up text on it and then how you navigate around the space too. You
click on those little circles of the floor. And so we were able to pilot this and, like, test drive it, if you
will.
And for the exhibit, The Day After Tomorrow exhibit, that we opened in July of that year that we
literally curated over a twomonth period, we were able to test this virtual tour software and launch it.
And I even shared – I'm part of this listserv and on the board for the Association for Academic
Museums and Galleries. And I remember, like, posting on their listserv, like, we're trying this out,
and here's what we think about it. And are you all using it? And, you know, and other people were
reporting back.
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And so within that year we ended up purchasing the camera and the software for ourselves, and we've
been – And now it's part of our standard practice. Every exhibit has a virtual tour. So you can visit
remotely for all of our exhibits.
TGRW: And then in terms of curating these things remotely, how did that function?
[20:05]
KLK:

So myself and Bolton came into the office throughout. I think there were maybe two weeks that I
worked from home during the whole pandemic. But all of the other staff were working remotely.
And he was in the basement in his office, and I was on the second floor. So there was no one else
there. And we were able to continue mostly working on-site. But my other staff, my registrar, I
mean, they can access everything remotely. Yeah.

TGRW: And then how did, like, virtual tours and shutdowns and such impact the museum's funding? Because
you had mentioned fundraising being something that you focus on –
KLK:

Yeah.

TGRW: – in your executive director role.
KLK:

Yeah. Actually, before I respond to the fundraising question, something just reminded me. I'd totally
forgotten about this. When we went to install The Day After Tomorrow, that was, like, a question,
because usually for artwork you always have at least two people installing the art. That's just, like, a
rule for, like, safety purposes; right? And so we – It was one of those things we're, like, okay, can we
do this? Can we do it safely? Can we adjust this a little bit? And so we had to have those
conversations and see how we could work through that, because that was just, like – you know, to
have two people working closely to install the art, like, how do we go about that safely?
Anyhow, fundraising, yes. So about half – Roughly half of our budget comes from the State and the
other half I fundraise for every year through grants, donors, membership, a lot of, you know, different
ways.

[22:05]
So we quickly switched gears into grant writing mode because we knew that donations may slow
down, individual, family, and just donations may slow down. We weren't sure. And – But it was
clear that the federal and state governments were trying to figure out how to help offset what was
happening.
TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

And so we – Like we submitted – We were awarded a grant from the NEA, the National Endowment
for the Arts, a COVID – a CARES Act grant.

TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

That was staff – supported one of my staff positions for two years, because I didn't have ongoing
funding for that position, and I knew the university was freezing everything, right, because they didn't
know what was going to happen. So there was no funding coming internally. So we went into grant
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writing mode, and we really focused on every grant opportunity that came up that was for, like,
COVID impact on the arts kind of funding –
TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

– we were applying for. And, fortunately, it got us through really better – We fared so much better
than many as far as we didn't have to reduce staff. We didn't have to – I mean, we did trim some
things, just the nature of even, like, not doing as many field trips, and a lot of the expenses that just go
into some of our regular programming, right, we saved money on. So that helped.

[24:01]
But overall we fared very well compared to I think – Yeah, I have this data point here. About 70% of
museums in the U.S. lost over 50% of their annual visitors and over half of museums in the U.S.
furloughed or laid off staff in 2020. Now, I mean, we – I feel very fortunate being part of a university,
being an academic museum, because there is some university support that we get; whereas, those
museums that were stand-alone nonprofits really, really suffered. So –
TGRW: So is there anything else from those first couple months of what most would probably describe, like,
the lockdown period, the initial panic, as I heard today? Is there any other stories – Or are there any
other stories from that period of time that you – that particularly stick out?
KLK:

You know, looking back, I think it's interesting, because my staff, I don't think any of us were the way
you might think people responded versus how they did, at least for us, was really different. We
weren't panicked. It was more just how do we respond and adapt. What do we need to do? And we'll
be fine, you know. And I also think in some ways, at least for me, we're always planning forward.

TGRW: Hm-hmm. [affirmative].
KLK:

And so to shift and have to adapt and change and to plan in the very immediate meant we weren't
planning for the exhibit that was a year or two years out because we didn't know what was going to
happen. It was just much more immediate.

[26:04]
There was something sort of refreshing about that. Just being able to – We were able to just have a
little bit of space in terms of not doing all of the things that we always do, but to really stop, think
about what is needed at this time, what people need, what we can do, and to try to just do those things.
TGRW: So by the fall of 2020, going into spring 2021 – So the academic year – I mean, you're already back in
person by that July. What steps are you taking to continue mitigation of the virus but also allow for a
more standard year for the museum?
KLK:

So one thing we did is if we had, like, a university class visit – which we didn't have as many,
especially that fall; right? Fall was pretty still locked down. And then it was more spring that things
loosened up a little bit, spring of 2021. So for that fall, any – If we had a group – any kind of group –
we would just close the museum for that group so that we wouldn't have an incident of, like, people –
And we wouldn't allow that to be reserved if someone – for the reservations we were doing. That way
the group could just feel comfortable to have the run of the museum. It may be ten people. I mean, it
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may be a small group, but we just – we're, like, that way we don't have to worry about just having too
many people in the space, you know, and it just makes people feel safe.
[28:06]
So that was one of the things we did. And then, as you mentioned earlier, we did also – For, like, our
K-12 programming and community programs, we did a lot of virtual events. Live virtual panel
discussions with artists. We did recorded K-12, like, whole lesson plans and discussions and videos
that educators could use in their classroom or e-mail to students. We also for our university students
started developing these, like, escape room games and things that you could do virtually, and we've
continued playing with that and trying different kind of experiences that augment, like, a traditional
experience. So yeah.
TGRW: So at any point in that first academic year under COVID, are you bringing back the K-12 program?
Are you bringing back the community program in person?
KLK:

We didn't do any in-person programming that fall –

TGRW: Okay.
KLK:

– for – The museum was open, but on a reservation or reservation optional –

TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

– basis, kind of depending on where the numbers of COVID cases were in Utah at that time, how,
like, locked down we were since it's, you know, gone up and down. And then we only allow – Like
we initial capped total visitor at one time to 25. We could have – Based on risk management's, like,
square footage, we could have had a lot more than that. We just chose to go really low –

TGRW: Yeah.
[30:09]
KLK:

– so that we – There's no way we were going to, like, push against, like, what was allowed, right, to
create that risk.

TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

So we did all virtual. And K-12 – There was no K-12 groups in that fall. I think starting that – the
end of that school year we had a few, I think. But, again, it was – it was mostly all virtual or my
educators going to schools.

TGRW: And then in that time, are you, you know, disinfectant protocols, masking –
KLK:

Oh, yeah.

TGRW: – social distancing, of course –
KLK:

Absolutely. Yes. So all of my staff were really great about masking. I – We went to, of course,
Zoom staff meetings. We still do hybrid meetings. And my request to them was just if there's
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someone in your space wearing a mask, you should put a mask on, you know. I mean, for a while it
was required; right? When it became – I guess really when it was, like, last year, so more 2021 that
we became – It was more the optional once vaccines started coming out. So everyone was wearing a
mask. We had – My front – My visitor services staff, when we reopened in July, we had protocols for
wiping down the door handles, the stair railings, any drawer – any touch points in a museum they
were wiping down every two hours, elevator.
TGRW: Okay.
KLK:

So, yeah, they may still be doing that, actually. [Laughs]

[32:07]
TGRW: Let's talk about the immediate past academic year, so '21 to '22.
KLK:

Uh-huh. [affirmative].

TGRW: I mean, obviously, the Utah legislature had met the spring of '21 to say, you know, we need students
back in the classroom, but, also, we can't have the same mandates on masking, social distancing,
vaccination, other preventative measures. So – I mean, at the same time, of course, you have Delta –
the Delta variant starting to take hold in the summer of '21, Omicron in the winter-ish period. What
kind of response does the museum have during this period of time with new measures, with staffing,
with, you know, reservations, et cetera?
KLK:

Yeah. So we kind of moved through – Last year was kind of interesting because we started the year,
the fall semester, with – Vaccinations had, right, just kind of come out. I feel like – They had already
been out, but they were – It was when we were really going back in person; right? USU was, like,
we're back in person last fall. So you've got, I don't know, 13-18,000 students on campus, and we
knew, you know, college students may or may not listen to what was being – you know, to mask
wearing.
So we were very much – When people came into the museum, if they did not have a mask, we would
show them where the masks were and ask that they wear a mask.

[34:01]
Obviously, we couldn't require it, but we presented it as asking them to wear a mask. And most
people did it. And we also, as things surged and as things got better, you know, during those moments
when things were better, if we had – We did start planning some public events. Like our Museum +
Music series, we did two last year. We normally do four. And those we were a little uncertain, like, if
we – But we built that into the plan, right, that what we were doing if we ended up having to switch
gears, how would we do that and plan accordingly. So we were able to host two of those, and I think
those went well.
And, again, really and strongly encouraging people to mask. And then when things got really bad, we
would pull back and try to look at what was planned and how to mitigate things; right? So – Because
if we created just blanket standard, like, we're not doing this, right, things change month to month. So
we were trying to be a little bit more responsive and figure out how to do that a little bit better in the
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second year. I also – I don't know if you want to talk about it. There was a project we did, I forgot.
This was actually fall of 2020.
TGRW: Sure.
KLK:

Do you want – Okay. So it was part of – It was in that community response base.

TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

You were asking me about K-12, what we did, if we did anything. And I was thinking they weren't –
We weren't bringing them to the museum, but one of the cool projects we did – And we got a NEH –
No. Utah Humanities, sorry. Utah Humanities grant for this.

[36:06]
J.P. Spicer-Escalante, I mentioned his photographs. He went out into the community during the
lockdown and photographed people outside wearing, like, masks and gloves and sharing their story,
like how they would want to be – documenting this period of time.
TGRW: Hm-hmm. [affirmative].
KLK:

In response to his project, we bought hundreds of masks, cloth masks, and we invited middle schools
and high schools in Logan and Cache County districts if they wanted to participate in this project, we
would give them the mask. And the project was the students would embellish the mask in a way that
sort of tells their story of how they feel during this period. And they had to write a short just written
piece, like, maybe 300 words – it wasn't very long – about – to explain, like, how they designed their
mask and what – how that felt to them. And so we then showed a photograph of the middle school or
high school student wearing the mask. They had to send us a photograph of them wearing the mask.
They had to send us the mask, which we let, of course, sit for, like, a week before we touched them.
We collected them just to make sure.

TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

Again, these are just these random things you ended up doing. And then we printed their name, their
school, and their narrative about their mask. And it was called Unmasking Creativity: Giving Voice
to Utah Youth. And that was November to December 2020. And there were 86 students from five
schools in the two school districts that participated in that. We did invite them, like, to come on their
own time during sort of the last period of the exhibit.

[38:05]
We didn't have, like, an event for them all to come at one time, right, because we didn't want to have
all of them there. But that was one thing I forgot to mention that we – Again, just trying different
things. Like what can we send to them? How can we help them navigate their emotions? And the
stories that they shared, I mean, I remember one about their family didn't believe in masking, and that
was really frustrating to them. It really – It felt like we were providing something – an outlet for them
during this really difficult time. So that was – That was, I think, a successful project for what it was
able to accomplish.
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TGRW: So speaking kind of more broadly about – I mean, you talked about planning during those initial
months that you had wanted to get an exhibit together, but you weren't sure if you could arrange
transport for the artwork. Is there – I mean, over the entirety of the pandemic, does that uncertainty
carry over? Are we going to be able to do this thing next spring, next winter –
KLK:

Right.

TGRW: – or is it going to fall part on us? How do you plan for that?
KLK:

So that first year, you know, from, like, March of 2020 through May of 2021, I feel like that was the
period in which we all navigated how to adapt and what we do could do. And we kind of – In some
ways we pulled back, and in other ways for us we shifted and did other cool and new things too. I
think 20 – fall of 2021 through this academic year, like finishing May 2022, for us we had figured out,
like, what could work.

[40:08]
That exhibit I mentioned at the beginning that we postponed, we opened that exhibit last fall. So the
Jean Lowe exhibit, we shipped that artwork here [laughs]. We figured out – You know, by that time,
all the sort of – like the various, like, hysteria of, like, how you do things had kind of been figured out;
right? Like there were no more shortages of toilet paper at that time; right? That had kind of been
figured out. So it was mostly for us this last year just the mitigation of crowds, because we know
from the research that if you get so many people in a space for such – more than 15 minutes of time,
like, there's an increased risk.
So when it came to school groups, we would split them up into smaller rotations of groups and even
get them outside; right? This past year, like, rotate them around. We wouldn't have a hundred kids in
the museum. You know, we may have 40 on two different floors, 20 and 20 or something.
TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

There are things that we – And then we also just told the schools, like, I know you can't require masks,
but we really need you to wear – your kids to wear a mask and really encouraged it. And a lot of the
kids did even though I don't know if they were all the time. I don't know, those are the kind of things
that we – I feel like things kind of normalized a little bit in the sense that, like, once vaccines became
available, at least in January, February of 2021 is when they first came online, I think. Maybe it was
December of 2020, you know.

TGRW: Yeah, it was.
[42:07]
KLK:

Something like that. You know, there was sort of – There's not an end in sight; right? We're still
dealing with COVID now, but it's more, okay, at some point this will become normalized to some
degree; right? It will become – Like we're figuring out how to better manage it. And, actually, during
that time, I mean, there was data that came out for museums that they're the safest indoor space you
can go to, in particular art museums, but museums in general because we exchange air more often.
And with our HVAC systems, they tend to be higher quality HVAC systems because of temperature
and humidity control levels that we have to maintain in our filtration system. We exchange air a lot
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more, and they tend to – So of all the spaces – indoor spaces you could go to, museums are the safest
space you could – you could visit.
TGRW: So speaking to the operational changes, I mean, obviously, like, you know, the MERV 13 filters that
they installed all over campus are, you know, nice and convenient, but speaking to, you know,
individual changes, what procedures do you expect to kind of steady into normalcy now that COVID
is starting to wane a little bit, for some at least? And then, you know, you talked about virtual tours
being a more permanent thing. Do you see things like that being something – a new tool of
preservation?
KLK:

Absolutely.

TGRW: So long-term preservation of virtual tours, exhibits, et cetera. Kind of speak on that.
[44:05]
KLK:

The other thing that virtual tours, audio tours, which our audio tours can be coupled with a virtual
tour. So you could go online and you can listen, but these tools – these different tools that we use now
increase accessibility to; right? If someone has mobility challenges, if someone lives in a very remote
place, for a variety of reasons, we're increasing access, right, and accessibility. And that's a good
thing. We're also improving archivally the documentation of our exhibitions, because previously we
would take photographs, but that's a different thing than being able to actually walk around in the
space.

TGRW: [Speaking-unclear].
KLK:

So that is one of the exciting things I like about the virtual tours too. It is truly like an archive of an
experience, because the exhibit is an experience. It's an educational experience, but it is an experience
that – It involves moving within a space; right? There's a way – We try to – We like to guide you
through that on some level. Not, like, so closely that you have to walk a certain way, but – right?

TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

It's an experience. So that's another thing that we didn't really think about going into it as, like, an
outcome that we really appreciate and embrace and is really helpful to us, but, yeah.

[46:01]
TGRW: And then for, like, the overall experience, what would you say the museum particularly excelled at in
responding to the pandemic versus maybe you wish you'd done differently?
KLK:

I think we did excel in stopping our sort of normal routines and plans and thinking about what we
could do that would be useful to our community, which community – by community I mean our USU
community, our local community, you know –

TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

We serve a lot of different audiences. But what could be useful during this really challenging time?
And so from that – I'm always pushing us to sort of rethink how we do things because I know that the
21st century museum experience ultimately is going to be a very different one by the time we get to
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the end of the 21st century. And we're getting there now. And that traditional museum sort of
experience is one that works just fine for some people.
TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

And it's not to say you have to get rid of that, but what else can you do? What can you do to augment
that? What can you do to change that?
And some things – You know, like the wall I mentioned with all the adjectives that people could wrap
the thread around about how they were feeling, we found that the yarn would get really, like, built up
over time.

[48:09]
And we didn't think about this. And so we would have to cut it off and restart. But I was, like, we
have to photograph it before we remove it. Those were people's feelings they shared with us. We
have to document that. We can't just remove it and start over. So we realized, like, that was
something – You know, it was just a small thing, but we learned, like, we can't just accumulate – We
didn't design it to accumulate – Well, and maybe if we – We weren't sure – We didn't know how to
anticipate what the response would be, like how many people were really – But people loved it And
that's actually another thing we found, and we're still trying to work through and haven't. We
definitely haven't, like, really successfully figured it out exactly, but museum – art museums are not a
space that are often welcoming you to touch things; right? So how do you create spaces that are
interactive, where people can touch, where people can do something other than looking at, thinking
about, and experiencing the art?
But how do you do it in a space that they know that's the space to do that; right? And that's where you
should do that. We have these drawers where you can open and see other artwork. Some people don't
even know you can open the drawers even though we have signs that say, "Please open the drawers";
right? Like how do you really make it intuitive that people know and feel comfortable and the
different kinds of things that – spaces and experiences we're wanting them to have. So we're still
trying to figure that out, because it's newer for us. We're not a children's museum, right, where
everything is intended to be touched; right?
[50:06]
And so we have to keep the art safe, but we also want to create different kind of spaces and
environments. We’ll continue to have to navigate that. I would say, also, our social media presence
and things we've tried, like our online, right, some things we found worked really well. Some of our
K12 lesson plans, we put a lot of time and effort into creating a whole virtual experience and didn't get
a lot of response, you know. So there are some things you try, and you're not sure how it will be
received.
TGRW: So kind of looking in, especially with a chance to reflect on all of it, what has the pandemic meant to
you specifically? How has it influenced you personally and professionally?
KLK:

Personally, for me it – Well, it made me realize I work a lot [laughs] and I – and having that time and
space with my family was – even if it was only a couple of months, it was, like, wow, this is kind of
an interesting, you know, and fun thing to try to just create – We just tried to create memories and do
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fun things during that time, even at our house, whether it was, like, camping in the backyard or like
just –
TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

We have a six-year-old. And, you know, how do you keep her, you know, not wanting – you know,
not wanting to watch an iPad or whatever and having fun and engaged and while trying to work.

[52:00]
I think my whole pace, it was the first time in my life I've ever changed paces. Like in a way that was
for me refreshing. I also started listening to podcasts a lot. Like when I walked to – So I live walking
distance from the university. I would just walk in, like, when myself and Bolton, the curator, the two
of us were still coming in a good bit, and I would listen to podcasts during that time. There was a lot
of reflection going on for me at that time, but I think that was a lot of people; right?
TGRW: Hm-hmm. [affirmative].
KLK:

But I appreciated that time and I valued it, and I still think back on it as a space that was very different
than other spaces in time.

TGRW: You spoke to the kind of giving high school students an outlet through the Unmasking Creativity
project, even The Day After Tomorrow exhibit being kind of an outlet for creatives. For you and your
team, was there a particular mental health impact of, you know, the uncertainty, the weight of, well,
we need to kind of shift into virtual exhibits, but we also want to continue to offer these things that
people can come in? You know, there's got to be a lot going on there.
KLK:

Yeah. For us there were just a lot of conversations; right? I would check in with staff regularly to
make sure – My priority was making sure that they were safe. So anything that we did first and
foremost is: Are you going to be able to be safe and feel safe? And so those were very regular
dialogues we were having during our virtual weekly staff meetings and making sure – and checking in
on people's well-being too.

[54:02]
And we would sometimes just take space during staff meeting to have a conversation about something
not work related but just about our well-being. And so we did things like that to try to just – The other
thing for me as a person overseeing staff, because my priorities always fundamentally – I mean, health
and safety, I mean, that is a very basic thing that we should always value. So staff that had different
needs, different comfort levels, there were some staff that worked remotely for a lot longer, and they
were able to because we figured out how to make that work. So I always reassured staff, like, you just
have to tell me what you need, you know, because I don't need to create more stress on people in an
already stressful situation; right?
TGRW: Yeah.
KLK:

So there was a lot of – Like I mentioned the art handling and installations, like, those are
conversations, I mean, literally we didn't even think about until we were, like, oh, how are we going to
do this, you know. Because, for instance, in addition to usually having two people present when
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you're installing artwork, we sometimes if we have a really large or heavy piece, which we did in The
Day After Tomorrow exhibit, we trained the moving crew on campus that works for Facilities in art
handling, and so while we're there, they can help us move and place an object if it's really heavy.
And, you know, it didn't occur to me, like, oh, I need to make sure Facilities is requiring and making
sure that their people are going to wear a mask when they come into our space.
[56:12]
So they came in, and some of them weren't masked. And I was, like, you guys – I'm sorry. You have
to put a mask on. And I reached out to their supervisors, and I was, like, y'all cannot be sending these
people into various buildings on campus not wearing a mask. I don't know where they've just been. I
don't know where they were yesterday. I can't – You know? And so there are just a lot of respectful
dialogue, but, like, I think dialogue that we don't always, like, have to have, you know? That's a little
more difficult maybe sometimes. So there was that along with just ensuring that people's wellbeing
was most important.
TGRW: Speaking to difficulty, what are the – you know, the big lessons that you've taken away from this, the,
you know, lifelong this is what I'm taking away from COVID?
KLK:

That the only constant in life is change; right? And so it's easy to say, but then when it, like, becomes
truly all-encompassing in that way that there doesn't feel like there's any constant that – I think my
takeaway is, oh, as someone who really does appreciate a routine and I am a very organized person
who likes to plan, I actually am capable of adapting and changing and pivoting a lot better than I
thought I was. And so that's good. That's good to know about myself and also good to know you
learn with other people, like, their capacities too, right, and then making sure you can navigate that in
a way that –

[58:10]
Like I – While I do like to plan and order, I also tend to be, as I mentioned before, like, the person
trying to push us a little out of our comfort zone so that we are always evolving and thinking about
why we're doing what we're doing. And, you know, some staff are comfortable with that and some
staff hate it; right? So, okay, how can we talk about it so you don't hate it, right, like how – so that
you embrace it; right? Like so – So I think that's one thing that – And I think, also, it brought our
team closer together. You know, there was a level of, like, respect and trust that you ended up
figuring out during that time.
TGRW: Well, is there anything else you'd like to add about your experiences with the COVID pandemic?
KLK:

I would say, you know, relative to Utah State more broadly, I think I'm – Because I'm in touch with a
lot of other art museum directors or museum directors on other academic campuses across country, I
would hear and have Zoom meetings about what was happening at other places, and I think Utah State
did a good job in navigating things and doing the best that they could given, like, the various
challenges too; right? Like when the legislature no longer – you know, said you can't require masks;
right? So what did they do? They did a campaign to try to tell people why it was important to wear a
mask. They tried to really do what they could do, what they were allowed to do. And I think the
things like – I mean, I've probably been tested for COVID, I don't know, 40 times.

[1:00:08]
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Like I just – Because there were times that I would just go on a weekly basis before my kid got a
vaccine and could get a vaccine, when she was still five, because there was the age limit, I – if I were
exposed at any rate or even if she were exposed at any rate, I just would go weekly and get tested, and
that way I felt some level of knowing I wasn't spreading it to anyone. And having that versus – that
resource there versus people I know who don't work in a place that was offering testing so easily was
huge. I don't think we realize how huge that was for us to be able to just drive, drop by, not have to
wait in a line, and have results usually in the next day.
So I think Utah State did a nice job, and I think overall Cache Valley compared to places like in terms
of vaccinations, what you had to go through to get vaccinations, I really felt really fortunate to be here
during that time. Like we have my husband's mother, who lives in Miami. She's 84. She had to sit in
her car for, like, six hours to get a vaccine in a line. Here you walked down to the Bear River Health
Department or wherever, you walk in. I don't know if I ever heard of any stories of, like, lines, you
know. And those are the things that I think are easy to forget or not think about in living here but that
I appreciated during COVID.

TGRW: Ms. Lee--Koven, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your
experiences during the COVID pandemic here at Utah State University.
[End recording – 01:02:09]
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